This interview has been edited for clarity and length. 
whether climate change had caused the Syrian civil war or the influx of refugees to Europe, working out the phrasing in the press release beforehand helped him to stick to a firm message during interviews, says Schleussner, who works at the non-profit organization Climate Analytics in Berlin. The media coverage was generally accurate, he says.
Scientists should consider who might react negatively to the news, Joubert says. For instance, the press release that she wrote about soil research suggested that four-wheel-drive vehicles (also called 4×4s) damaged the environment and should not be allowed off-road in protected areas. Members of 4×4 clubs complained online and by e-mail. In retrospect, she says, she could have made it clearer in the headline that the suggested ban applied only to off-road driving and that many 4×4 drivers have important roles in nature conservation, such as supporting national parks.
Images and videos are important elements of press releases. Scientists should supply pictures that are not in the paper because the journal typically owns the copyright to the paper's images, Levy says.
She advises using pictures that do not contain text, and adds that videos should be under one minute long; the press office can take care of posting videos on YouTube. Press offices at large institutions may include a photographer, videographer or graphic designer who can produce multimedia output as well.
The press officer could ask the scientist to suggest publications that should be notified about the research. Although press officers are well-versed in mainstream media outlets, researchers might be aware of niche publications read by colleagues. Press releases are often issued through websites such as EurekAlert!, Newswise and AlphaGalileo, and the press officer might also email targeted pitches to journalists.
With a press officer's help, researchers can reach more people outside their field. "This really is your chance to explain why your work is interesting and important," Wood says. "After all, you're the expert. Who better for us, the public, to hear from?" ■ Roberta Kwok is a freelance science journalist in Kirkland I want to find answers to big existential questions -such as how humans impact ecosystems and how that ultimately affects life on Earth. These questions have become increasingly computational as we amass both huge data sets from all over the world and the tools to analyse that volume of data. I wanted to work with the people inventing the best techniques to sift through all these data -methods that can help to solve the world's most pressing challenges, from maximizing crop production to tracking endangered animals.
Describe Microsoft at the time of your arrival.
I moved to the company in Cambridge, UK, in 2010. People at the forefront of their fields -from machine learning to theoretical mathematics -all work on common problems together. Everybody has the intellectual curiosity to care a lot about everybody else's work.
What did your advisers think of your postdoc?
Some thought it was risky. A member of my PhD committee, a leading ecologist at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, took me to lunch and asked if I was certain that I wanted to do this. I'm sure it looked as if I had jumped overboard without a life jacket. But I thought it was the safest path.
Were you a computer geek growing up?
No. I grew up in north Wisconsin with no television. With my undergraduate degree in wildlife ecology, I thought that I' d be a game warden.
When did you realize that ecology needed more computational power?
Day one of my PhD. Everywhere I looked, there was no way around it. I was working on ecological networks -from predator-prey relationships to plants and pollinators. You can't resort to pen and paper when you are researching extinctions in complex networks, or when you are using global satellite imagery to determine whether deforestation has encroached on 150,000 protected areas.
How did your role evolve into that of chief environmental scientist?
A couple of years ago, my mentors at Microsoft urged me to write down how the organization could leverage its investments in computational research to address issues related to the environment, conservation and sustainability. I wrote a memo, called AI for Earth, which detailed the prospects for using artificial intelligence (AI) to improve environmental sustainability. It was published as a Comment (L. N. Joppa Nature 552, 325-328; 2017) at around the time I took on a more-corporate role. To our knowledge, this position is a first for the technology industry.
Describe Microsoft's AI for Earth programme.
When we announced the US$50-million, 5-year investment for tackling global environmental challenges in December 2017, most people were focused on the dollar amount. But I am struck by the five-year commitment -that's a geological age for the tech sector. It gives me the stability to form partnerships, award grants and foster research to find ways to protect biodiversity and identify crucial areas for conservation. Don't wait. Anyone can get started with programming languages such as R or Python. AI for Earth is about as easy as it can be for PhD students. And we offer small seed grants that require only a one-page form to allow scientists to access Microsoft's best AI technology. Currently, we have 112 grant recipients in 27 countries. ■
